Through a case study of The Avengers (2012) and other recently adapted Marvel Entertainment properties, it will be demonstrated that the reimagined, rebooted and serialized intermedial text is fundamentally fan oriented: a deliberately structured and marketed invitation to certain niche audiences to engage in comparative activities. That is, its preferred spectators are often those opinionated and outspoken fan cultures whose familiarity with the texts is addressed and whose influence within a more dispersed filmgoing community is acknowledged, courted and potentially colonized. These superhero franchises -neither remakes nor adaptations in the familiar sense -are also paradigmatic byproducts of an adaptive management system that is possible through the appropriation of the economics of continuity and the co-option of online cultic networking. In short, blockbuster intermediality is not only indicative of the economics of post-literary adaptation, but it also exemplifies a corporate strategy that aims for the strategic cooption of potentially unruly niche audiences.
It is possible to identify a number of recent corporate trends that represent a paradigmatic shift in Hollywood's attitudes towards and manufacturing of big budget adaptations. These contemporary blockbusters exemplify the new industrial logic of transmedia franchises -serially produced films with a shared diegetic universe that can extend within and beyond the cinematic medium into correlated media texts. Consequently, the narrative comprehension of single entries within such franchises requires an increasing degree of media literacy or at least a residual awareness of the intended interrelations between correlated media products. These transmedia franchises are symptomatic of two important new corporate logics: the appropriation of the economics of continuity and adaptation as strategic cultic management. Both of these logics -one adopted from the comics industry, the other responding to features of Web 2.0-era fandom -need to be identified as essential features of the adaptations produced by contemporary post-cinematic franchises. Further, the use of these logics in the production of correlated (but independently owned) Marvel 'Cinematic Universes' represents a canny attempt to co-opt and exploit the fannish expertise and subcultural influence of cultic (i.e., knowledgeable, fan-based) communities. Some might regard the growing cultural influence of digitally enabled fandom, and the potential for 'private transmissions', as the yearned-for 'mechanism of reply' to the culture industry's domineering transmissive capacity (Horkheimer and Adorno [1944] 2002: 96) . Lawrence Lessig, for example, has written Taylor 3 appreciatively about a purported shift from a so-called 'read-only culture' to a 'read/write culture ' (2007: 76-82) . Henry Jenkins has also espoused the 'immersive' and 'extractable' dimensions of transmedia storytelling, and the ensuing performative activity of the 'cultural activators' who are inspired by these texts (Jenkins 2009 ). Rather than unilaterally celebrating these purported developments, however, a more cautious characterization of transmedia fandom will be advanced.
Continuity comics and marvel cinematic universes
Twenty-first century transmedia franchises such as the various 'Marvel Cinematic Universes' (featuring properties presently licensed separately by Disney, 20th Century Fox, Columbia and Lionsgate) bear the trappings of the familiar and thus have the cultural currency to assert themselves prominently within a highly competitive entertainment market. Call this commoditized conspicuity. And yet such recognizability is both blessing and curse as familiarity can also breed contempt, or guarded suspicion at the very least. Fan protectorates of a franchise's exchange value are both judicious connoisseurs and exacting gatekeepers, and their supplication is now essential to the good fortunes of a highly visible cultural product. In order to appreciate the necessity of the industry's symbolic placatory gestures -and to question their sincerity -it is necessary to analyse Marvel Studio's cultivation of fan support for their output from 2008 to 2013.
The widely trumpeted box office domination of The Avengers (2012) globally was, to a large extent, a fait accompli. Earning over $1.511b worldwide (a figure that accounts for over 190 million tickets sold at an average of $7.94), the film's financial success can be attributed to its positioning as the zenith of a transmedia franchise at least four years in the Taylor 4 making. The Avengers' box office performance is largely due to the familiarity of its wellknown antecedents. Joss Whedon's adaptation was informed by the first two series of The Ultimates (2002 Ultimates ( -2007 -Marvel Comics' best-selling revisionist take on their longrunning Avengers series -and preceded by five other Marvel Studios movies featuring the characters who comprise the superhero team. Indeed, in many respects, the preceding five films in Disney's 'Marvel Cinematic Universe' served as feature-length trailers in a lengthy virtual ad campaign for The Avengers. Moreover, fannish investment in Iron Man (Favreau, 2008) , The Incredible Hulk (Leterrier, 2008) , Iron Man 2 (Favreau, 2010) , Thor (Branagh, 2011) and Captain America: The First Avenger (Johnston, 2011) all but ensured that the film would be perceived by the public at large as the series' apotheosis. But what form of tribute to fans of an enduring cultural franchise was suitable in order to maximize these adaptations' exchange value, and how did media producers circumvent fans' reactionary contempt? In other words, how is the commoditized conspicuity of an adaptation affected by the electronic networks of expansive fandom? The answer lies in unearthing the business logics that allow for the proliferation of these transmedia franchises -properties that complicate easy distinctions between source text and adaptation, reader and viewer, producer and user, advertiser and consumer.
To be clear, the importance of the film industry's recent appropriation of the economics of continuity -largely pioneered by the comics industry -cannot be understated. Comic book continuity is the systematic dispersal of essential story events throughout a series and various interrelated titles. It is possible, for example, for an 'event' storyline such as Marvel's Civil War (2006 to crossover between an initiating eponymous mini-series, The Avengers and its related spin-off titles, each team member's Taylor 5 solo title(s), as well as other flagship franchises in the interconnected and deliberately expansive Marvel Universe. Such formidably complex intertexuality serves to define and delimit the comic industry's audience (Pustz 1999: 129) . That is, comic fans can be considered as a super-niche whose members derive an exploitable pleasure from their expert knowledge of intricate swathes of historical continuity. Corporate authors therefore strive to reward fan's specialist knowledge -not because fans simply take pleasure in recognizing references to other comic texts, but because their narrative comprehension of these densely intertexual stories is reliant on such recognition.
On the one hand, continuity helps manufacture a perceived narrative depth by giving both readers and creators a sense of tradition and history from which to draw. On the other hand, continuity serves as a potential barrier to casual audiences. Readers often have to be familiar with years of back history and significant story events occurring in other titles simply to comprehend the action in a single issue. The two largest publishers, Marvel and DC, have attempted to address this problem in a concentrated manner since the comics market crash of the 1990s. One recurring strategy is the advertising of good 'jumping on' issues. Another more ambitious tactic is the occasional attempt to wipe the continuity slate clean. This calculated erasure can be achieved in two ways: (1) by introducing 'noncanon/alternative Universe' imprints, such as Marvel's Ultimate titles in 2000 (which effectively 'reboot' flagship titles but don't affect official -i.e., so-called 'Earth 616' -continuity); or (2) by undertaking major continuity revisions -i.e., retcons -that retroactively excise (by editorial fiat) years of contradictorily compounding story events, such as DC's New 52 initiative in 2011. And yet, the growth of the direct market, comics' acceptance by 'legitimate' book retailers, and the limited attempts to promote comics to Taylor 6 casual readers has broadly resulted in the preponderance of literacy-dependent comicsi.e., comic narratives written (nearly exclusively) for fans.
The Ultimates is an example of the profitability of the strategy -especially considering that the non-canon (or 'Earth 1610') counterpart to The Avengers was the bestselling single comic issue of 2002, and issues #2 through #7 all placed within the top 50 (Miller) . The Ultimates' first 26 issues represent, in effect, an extensive intertextual and (Geraghty 2007: 195) . While The Ultimates is a non-canon reboot of a regular continuity series to help attract new readers, it still functions as a site of intertextual play for older fans for whom its revisions are also intended.
The crucial development to note here, then, is that twenty-first century Hollywood Taylor 7 has likewise learned to cultivate its own brand of literacy-dependent products. What the cultivation of (at least two) Marvel Cinematic Universes demonstrates is a canny understanding of a number of lessons absorbed from the comics industry. These include: structurally essential reciprocal exchanges and the deferral of closure; fan-oriented texts and creator fan employment; reboots and retcons; selective fidelity; dispersive authorship.
Each of these lessons deserves separate consideration.
To be continued…
First, the potential for structurally essential reciprocal exchanges between correlated products means that Hollywood is now able to emulate the fundamental intertextuality of comic franchises. The narrative continuity of Marvel Studios' output from 2008 to the present is certainly not the film industry's first attempt at instalment narratives (Marvel had itself adapted its own cross-referencing stories to animated television in the 1980s and 1990s), but it is certainly the most ambitious (and expensive) effort. Moreover, the films not only reference each other; they are built upon strategic 'aesthetics of incompleteness' (Johnson 2012: 7) . That is, 'dangling scenes and quick character teases in Marvel's films foster not just narrative expansion but also an audience participation that extends the commercial viability of the films into new media markets beyond theatrical distribution' (Johnson 2012) . In particular, the films' mid-credit 'stingers' (i.e., the abrupt interruption of the film's credits with new diegetic material) help cultivate anticipation for planned sequels and franchises in development. For example, the revelation of a grinning, skull-faced villain in the final shot of The Avenger's stinger means nothing to non-fans, as neither his name nor objectives are expressed, but fannish hearts certainly skipped a beat at Taylor 8 the prospect of seeing Thanos in action in Guardians of the Galaxy (Gunn, 2014) and The Avengers: Age of Ultron (Whedon, 2015) . Likewise, The Amazing Spider-Man's (Webb, 2012 ) mid-credit stinger was constructed to spur fan purchase of the film's home release.
Here, the mystery villain is only illuminated for a microsecond by a strategically brief flash of lightning (a cue which itself spurred a flurry of online speculation regarding his identity -'It's Electro! I just know it!'). The twenty-first century proliferation of structurally integrated and serialized comic book franchises has to be understood within a broader industrial convergence culture. Since the mid-2000s, Hollywood studios have changed their economic relationship with Marvel Entertainment. The latter is now a source of contractual labour for the former, rather than vice versa, and (the briefly independent) Marvel Studios has gone to considerable lengths to gain control of the industrial labour and convergence relationships involving its creative properties (Johnson 2012: 14-15 ). Marvel's reinvented corporate identity as a transmedia character licensor helps explain why it is more accurate to speak of 'Marvel Cinematic Universes' in the plural. Between 2000 and 2012, five separate production companies traded in the rights to adapt Marvel comic book properties. Aside from Marvel Studios, Fox has numerous cinematic continuities based around its licenses for X-Men (Singer, 2000) and the Fantastic Four (relinquishing its Daredevil license to Marvel in 2012). In addition, Columbia has established two separate continuities for its Spider-Man productions (relinquishing its Ghost Rider license in 2013). In recent years, both New Line and Lionsgate relinquished their licenses to their respective Blade and Punisher franchises. And while competing licenses make it near-impossible for the studios to combine Universes, the established box-office successes of many of these productions will ensure the institutionalization of reciprocal film and comics convergence. Thus, the appropriated logics of comic continuity are subject to the economic logics of licensing and trade.
The receptive tactics and creative strategies of true believers
These exchanges obviously foster the production of fan-oriented texts that reward Taylor 10 expert (because habitual) consumers. Indeed, these adaptations have more or less normalized a once esoteric and subcultural activity -i.e., the 'fan mode of interactive and intertextual engagement' with transmedia franchises (Daly 2010: 85) . Comparative activities were previously undertaken by knowledgeable specialists as exercises in the display of arcane trivia; they are now invited as the normative response to franchise adaptations that strive to interpellate the ordinary viewer as a fan (call this cultic ubiquity).
Christine Geraghty reminds us that adaptations are distinct as a genre in that they acknowledge the process by which familiar material is recontextualized, and in turn invite viewers to share in the pleasure of this acknowledgment (2007: 5 Within this producer culture, however, the proliferation of user-generated content by talented amateurs speaks to the increasing value of fan's 'experience-based expertise' -i.e., skillsets and propositional knowledge gleaned from social immersion within an expert (subcultural) group (Ross 2010: 921) . In order to cultivate the commoditized conspicuity of its superhero adaptations, then, Hollywood recognizes the irreplaceable worth of 'referred expertise -an expertise imported from one field…into another' (Ross 2010, original emphasis (Mazin, 2000) and Super (Gunn, 2010) by assigning him to (the considerably more costly) Guardians of the Galaxy (Gunn, 2014) . More to the point, the financial risk of adapting Marvel's decidedly D-list property, Ant-Man (Wright, 2015) , is somewhat alleviated by allocating its direction to cult favourite, Edgar Wright -adaptor of the equally cultic comic, Scott Pilgrim vs. the World (Wright, 2010) .
Wiping the slate
Hollywood now also appreciates the creative and fiscal opportunities generated by 
Intermittently faithful
Another lesson Hollywood has learned from the comics industry is the benefit of adopting selective fidelity as a creative policy. 'Selective fidelity' should be understood as a strategic faithfulness to a franchise's culturally conspicuous narrative elements rather than the authorial intentions of a single artist figure. These elements gain both cultural and economic traction by virtue of their service as structurally necessary narrative kernelswhat Umberto Eco calls a comic's set of 'irreversible premises ' (1972: 18) . So, while
Peter's marriage to Mary Jane served as a major structural element for the comics for twenty years, its mystical erasure from the series' continuity in 2007 (care of the demonic Mephisto) demonstrated their relationship to be a highly reversible premise after all.
Conversely, Marc Webb's film institutes a retcon that grants centrality to Peter's earlier But Gwen's death has since been reduced to another signifier that demarcates Spider-Man's operative characteristic -that of guilt (i.e., he fails to save her from a fall from George
Washington Bridge -indeed, it is implied that his webbing may have snapped her neck).
Most crucially, then, by granting centrality to the character, and establishing romantic partnership as the core structural element of the Spider-Man series, the 2012 film allows fans the opportunity to view Gwen as so much more than just a victim of masculinist pathology.
So, just as aspects of Parker's evolving identity as an aging superhero are systematically excised from the comics in the Brand New Day story arc (e.g., his marriage, a steady income, public accreditation), the film can coincidentally embark on a literal representation and rewriting of the character's adolescent origins. Thus, the film's replaying of Spider-Man's teenaged beginnings retains interest for discriminating niche audiences who might otherwise have been jaded by the trotting out of an all-too-familiar tale. Comic fans happily attend the film already primed by the source text's 'restoration' of the narrative elements that Marvel imagined to be vital to the character's enduring popularity.
The definitive version(s)
The cultivation of dispersive authorship allows for comparative assessments of different 'versions' of a property by distinctive authorial voices. The comics industry has long understood the exchange value of its own star creator system. Indeed, in the 1990s, freelance artists themselves began to broker more lucrative contracts and previously Miller (1986) and The fans didn't think so, as evidenced by the film's woeful 5.4 user rating at IMDb and broad reputation as a dud. Thus, the commoditized conspicuity of a transmedia adaptation remains at the mercy of subcultural gatekeepers.
Conclusions
Thus, the reimagined, rebooted and serialized transmedia text is fundamentally fan oriented: it is a deliberately structured and marketed invitation to certain niche audiences to engage in comparative activities. That is, its preferred spectators are often those opinionated and outspoken fan cultures whose familiarity with the texts is addressed and whose influence within a more dispersed film-going community is acknowledged, courted and (potentially) colonized. For Henry Jenkins, the synergistic practices of transmedia franchises compound the interactive potential of extratextually expanded narrative universes since 'transmedia promotion presumes a more active spectator who can and will follow these media flows. Such marketing strategies promote a sense of affiliation with and immersion in fictional worlds' (Jenkins 2002: 147) . And yet these franchises -neither remakes nor adaptations in the familiar sense -are also paradigmatic byproducts of an adaptive management system that is possible through the appropriation of the economics of continuity and the co-option of online cultic networking. The aim of this contemporary industrial practice is to harness and regulate the creative energies of both film-makers and Taylor 22 fans. In short, blockbuster transmediaity is not only indicative of the economics of postcinematic adaptation, but it also exemplifies a corporate strategy that aims for the strategic co-option of potentially unruly niche audiences. The transmedia circulation of comic properties thus bespeaks a fundamental ambivalence involving the use-value of postcinematic adaptations in the age of new media: while they serve as catalyzers for fannish mechanisms of reply, they simultaneously serve as dominant channels by which the culture industry co-opts and regulates subcutltural energies.
